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SMUGGLING THE LANGUAGE ARTS
INTO THE SECONDARY SUBJECT
MATTER CLASSROOM
Nancy Wiseman Seminoff
Northern Michigan University
Knowledge about how to acquire
facts and theories, substantive
knowledge, and use the process of
inquiry are all necessary for maximum understanding of any
discipline and for informed
decision-making. The knowledge
explosion requires continual
reliance upon and refinement of the
communication processes. The importance of integrating the processes of reading, writing, speaking, and listening through geniune
communicative contexts in the
classroom is emphasized by
educators such as Henry (3), Loban,
Ryan and Squire (4), and Moffett
and Wagner (5).
It is through reading and listening
that information and insight can be
gained initially; and it is through
writing and speaking that the information and insight are refined and
expanded. This• refinement and expansion in turn call for additional
reading and listening. This continuous progression leads to a
search for connectedness of ideas to
form concepts. This search for connectedness requires the use of all of
the communication processes at our
command; hence, the necessity for
interfacing or integrating the
language arts-reading, writing,
speaking, listening-across the curriculum and across grade levels.
The purpose of this article is to
briefly describe one approach that
secondary content teachers might
find helpful for involving students in
the use of reading, writing, speaking, and listening to explore within
a unit significant topics or issues.

THE INSTRUCTIONAL UNIT
An instructional unit involves the
consideration of numerous selections, each selection focusing on
some aspect of the same theme or
topic. The selections, whether contemplated separately or collectively, offer the students an opportunity
to gain new and/or additional in-

sight regarding the theme, topic, or
idea. The unit should also include a
variety of strategies and activities
through which the students can find
new ways of reflecting upon and
relating the selections to gain
knowledge and insiqht.
Initial consideration in planning
the unit should be given to the identification of major concepts to be explored. Next, resources, strategies
and specific activities to develop the
concepts should be selected, and
the methods for assessment and
evaluation of student growth identified. Lesson plans should then be
designed to provide for the
organization and implementation of
the components of the unit.
Depending upon the specific
discipline, the unit might be
organized by theme or issue (e.g.,
coping, conflict), by genre' (e.g.,
short story, essay), by style (e.g.,
Frost, Thoreau), by chronology or
topic (e.g., Victorian Period, Middle Ages).
Coping with a variety of daily
situations might be one such theme
to be considered. While space does
not allow for the consideration of an
entire unit, selected aspects of a unit
on coping intended for junior high
school students are presented for
the purpose of illustration. Concepts
to be included in the unit, selections
to be used, and strategies and activities to gain knowledge and insight are suggested. Sample lesson
plans are also included.
Unit Concepts
Concepts to consider in a unit on
coping include:
1. A variety of influences which
cause a person to cope with a situation.
2. A variety of situations which dealt
with in various ways, some of which
are not predictable or apparent.
3. Alternatives from which to choose
and resources from which to draw in
coping with any situation.
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4. Situafions which appear to lack
their original significance when
compared to other, perhaps, greater
problems.
5. Situations in which a person can
gain valuable insights concerning
himself and/or others from having to
cope with a situation or problem.
Resources

In planning and implementing a
unit, the teacher should identify
several selections ifl literature
which provide illustrations of how
others have coped with a particular
problem or situation. These selections, including short stories,
poems, and/or plays should be identified prior to teaching the unit.
However, it is recognized that additional selections may be identified
by the teacher or students as a result
of exploration during the unit.
Other print selections may include
essays, quotes, and feature stories.
Human and institutional resources
may also be identified prior to or
during the implementation of the
unit. Other media, that should be
considered for inclusion as forms of
expression are music, art, and film.
Literature selections to consider
in teaching a unit on coping include:

BOOKS
Flowers of Anger - Lynn Hall
Guy Lenny - Harry Mazer
Remove Protective Coating, A
Little at a Time - John Donovan
Then Again, Maybe I Won't
Judy Blume

FABLES/SHORT STORIES
"Beauty is Truth" - Anna Guest
"How Do You Hide a Violin?" - Eve
Bunting
"A Secret for Two"
Quentin
Reynolds
"The Valedictorian"
Richard
Wright
"Two Kings" - Helen Pierce Jacob

PLAY

SPEAKING/LISTENING

Miracle Worker -

William Gibson

POEMS
"Lone Dogs - Irene McLeod
"The Road Not Taken" Robert Frost
"Your Poem, Man" Edward Lueders

1.
2.

3.

4.

STRATEGIES AND ACTIVITIES
Examples of strategies and activities involving reading, writing,
speaking, and/or listening _whic~
could be incorporated into this umt
are listed below. While each of the
communication processes does not
exist in isolation, the strategies and
activities presented in the following
section under the broad headings,
READING/WRITING and SPEAKING/LISTENING, are merely an attempt to provide some organizational framework for the suggestions.

READING/WRITING
1.

2.
3.

4.

5.
6.

7.

8.

9.

Book ladder which provides a
list of books at various levels of
reading or conceptual difficulty;
Descriptive writing of feelings
caused by specific situations;
Guided reading of a selection
prior to discussion in small
groups or to oral prediction in
a group setting;
Note-taking from lectures,
speakers, or taped commentaries;
Sustained writing on an
assigned topic or a topic
selected by the student;
Writing a book intended for
children which illustrates some
aspect of coping with a situation or problem;
Writing letters to request information from agencies or institutions which provide
specific services related to
coping (e.g., social services,
mental health clinic, local
court system);
Writing dialogue to illustrate
how misunderstandings arise
and/or to discuss possible solutions for those misunderstandings;
Written questions which provide opportunity for the explanation of meaning(s) in the
assigned selections.

5.
6.

7.

8.

Brainstorming and buzz sessions in small groups;
Choral reading of poems;
Discussions in groups of three
to five students which focus on
the response of individuals to
the questions that accompany
the assigned reading;
Dramatizing excerpts from a
selection which illustrates coping (e.g., The Mirc;icle
Worker);
Interviewing resource persons
or speakers invited to the
class;
Listening to advertising on
television or radio to identify
propaganda techniques;
Puppetry to dramatize
selected fairy tales or orginal
scripts which reflect a situation requiring coping;
Panel discussions regarding
the ways in which characters
in selections deal with specific
situations that require coping;

9.

Readers Theatre in which an
excerpt or an entrie selection
concerning some aspect of
coping is divided into parts to
be read orally by individual
readers, (the voices carry the
drama and a minimum of props
is required) (see Busching,

10.

Role playing to ''solve" or consider specific problem situations;
Viewing a film (e.g., Brian's
Song, The Other Side of the
Mountain) followed by discussion of how individuals coped
with the specfic situation.
Viewing slides, political cartoons, or posters as a catalyst
for discussion of the mood
(suggested by the scene) or the
symbolism employed.

(2));

11.

12.

A SAMPLE LESSON PLAN
A lesson plan is provided to il1ustra te the integration of the
language arts in considering the
assigned selections. It should be
noted that the entire set of lesson
plans for the unit should be
presented in sequence as determined by the teacher to allow for
cohesiveness in developing the unit
concepts. As with any unit, considerable thought and planning
should be given to an introductory
lesson plan and a culminating lesson
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plan for the unit.

LESSON PLAN
"Lone Dog" and
"The Valedictorian"
Synopsis
"Lone Dog" provides comment on
attempting to be an individual and
the resulting projected image. "The
Valedictorian" -an excerpt from
Black Boy-portrays a situation in
which the main character must make
a decision to accept the speech of
the principal or deliver the speech
he wrote.
Introduction
The pressure to conform and the
possible resulting loneliness are
considered in the plan. Conformity
and loneliness could be introduced
through viewing such slides as a
single Mariposa lily, a lone Jeffries
pine tree, a deserted alley, an open
field; examining a poster of a boy in
a deserted street; or discussing the
appeal to the viewer of an advertisement for blue jeans or a new car.
Students could discuss one or more
of these situations, including the circumstances which surround that
situation, the feelings of a person at
the moment of the encounter, the
description of the setting, or the
possible appeal of the situation or
setting. Students could discuss those
situations which invite or require
being alone, situations which might
cause loneliness, and alternatives to
such a situation.
One of the visual aids suggested
above could be used as the introductory activity and the others
used in the extension activity to promote further discussion of loneliness
and the pressure to conform.
Procedure
The teacher should read the poem
"Lone Dog" to the students, comment on the imagery, and generate
a discussion of the possible meaning(s) suggested by the poem. The
students could then read the poem
as a choral reading. Students could
be assigned to one of three groups,
each group reading one stanza
aloud after everyone has had an opportunity to read the poem silently.
Students could be asked to read
"The Valedictorian" for the purpose
of describing the valedictorian and
the principal. A checklist of possible
characteristics to describe the
valedictorian and principal could
be provided for the students to con-

sider either while reading "The
Valedictorian" or immediately
following the reading. Students
could then discuss in pairs prior to
the large group discussion their
responses and impressions, using
the checklist as a basis for the
discussion.
Extension Activities
(The teacher could select one or
more of the activities listed below as
he/she deems appropriate for a
given class.)
Alternative l
Students could be asked to work
in pairs to write a descriptive
paragraph of either the valedictorian or the principal.
Alternative 2
Students could be provided with
additional slides or posters and asked
to discuss them. The teacher or a
student could list on the board the
descriptive words or phrases
generated in the discussion.
Students could then write a descriptive paragraph regarding their
perceptions of one of the situations.
(i.e., the feeling created by the
situation or the visual impression
created). This activity could serve
as a subtle introduction to the element of setting or mood.
The descriptive paragraph could
be placed in a personal writing
folder to be "polished" at some later
time or submitted to the teacher for
a response regarding a writing skill
that had been or is being introduced.
Alternative 3
Personifcation could be introduced by having students write from
the point view of a lily, a tree, or
perhaps a discarded pop bottle. The
feelings and experience of being
one of these items could be described.
COMMENTS ON OTHER UNITS
Although a thematic unit is
presented here as a vehicle to illustrate the integration of the commu ni ca ti on processes, any
discipline could have been considered at any grade level. A
generic unit or stylistic unit might
be equally appropriate in literature;
a topical or issues unit may be considered in social studies; or a topical
unit may be considered in science
or mathematics.
In a social studies unit on significant political leaders, for example,
students could listen to two differing
descriptions of Lincoln, compare

the two points of view, gather additional information and impressions
from other print sources, and
generate their individual written
descriptions of Lincoln as a politician. Eventually, students could
compare their descriptions of Lincoln to a recent politician.
A FUNCTIONAL APPROACH
TO "SKILL INSTRUCTION
Strategies to develop various
aspects or components of the communication processes (i.e., spelling, using grammar, noting detail in
reading, recognizing meanings of
words) should be introduced, emphasized, and reviewed as the need
and opportunity arise, rather than
presented· as separate and distinct
skills. Such an approach requires
the integration of the development
and the employment of the four communication processes-reading,
writing, speaking, and listening-in
a functional manner. This is the process which is encouraged in this article.
For example, a literature selection may provide new information
and insight which the student
receives through reading and/or
listening. In a small group discussion of responses to questions provided by the teacher or by the text
the student probes, reacts, and
discusses potential understandings,
using the language of the selection
in so doing. While not discussed in
depth here, it must be noted that
questions which invite divergence
rather than only literal level questions should be posed (7). The
discussion may foster a need to
reconsider tentative understandings, perhaps to revise a tentative
conclusion, or to reinforce a conclusion. Having considered several
sources of information, the student
may continue to refine his/her thinking and to seek relationships among
ideas through personal writing.
Once again, through written expression the student manipulates
ideas, probes his/her understanding
for a concise and clear way of
stating a point, revises his/her own
thinking as s/he shapes the written
message. Aspects of writing such as
spelling, punctuation, and grammar
take on importance only as the need
arises to refine the written selection
for consumption by others. The
responses by other readers continues the cycle of integrating the
communication processes.
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FINAL COMMENTS
With the current knowledge explosion, the ability to develop
understandings in the various
disciplines and to relate those
understandings to new evidence
seems to be of critical importance.
While it is the responsibility of the
content teacher to assist students to
gain understandings within a particular subject area, it is equally important that the content teacher consider the processes necessary to
gain those understandings. The
content teacher cannot assume all
students have adequately developed
the communication processes;
rather, teachers must provide instruction which assists students to effectively and efficiently employ
learning strategies that allow them
to gain knowledge within each subject area.
Teachers and students communicate meaning through
language when there is a need to do
so. This implies a purpose for communication. It seems only
reasonable then to consider the purpose for communication and the
refinement of the processes for doing so through the various subject
areas identified in the curriculum.
We read or listen to gain information or insight concerning some
topic within a subject area; write or
speak to share information or clarify
some topic or issue within a subject
area. Hopefully, content teachers
will make a concerted effort to
smuggle language arts instruction
into their classrooms in a functional
manner.
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Errata
There were several errors in
the paper "I Luv U" (Vol. 15,
No. l) by Abraham F. Citron.
On page 18, column 1,
paragraph 1, line 4 "wound"
should be "woud"; column 2,
paragraph 3, line 3 "hay"
should be "hav". On page 19,
column 1, paragraph 5, line 5
"had" should be "hed".
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